CHAPTER ONE

The Monsters' Ball

THE Prefecture of Police had to supply an inspector and a detachment
of constables whenever a minister was expected at a party; thus it was
that, during the second half of spring, there was never a day when there
were not police on special duty at the door of some member of the
Academy, an editor of some newspaper, a duchess, an eminent lawyer
or a great banker, for directing traffic and controlling the parking of
cars.

The chestnut trees in the avenues still carried their last white candles;
tulips were flowering in the beds of the Tuileries at the feet of the
marble statues and of the young couples on the benches, petrified in
the act of kissing.

Yet every evening, between five and eight o'clock, in the bottle-neck
of the Louvre gates or the congestion about the Opera, behind the big
green buses taking their cargoes of labour and weariness home, there
crowded the stream of private cars, inside which important people,
or people who thought themselves important or wished to be important,
grew impatient and suffered from each lost moment as if it were the
extraction of a nerve.

Paris was at the height of the season.

Each in their turn, three hundred hostesses moved their furniture
and cleaned their silver, hired the same extra waiters, stripped the same
flower-shops, ordered the same petits fours, the same pyramids of white
or brown bread sandwiches, filled with the same anchovies or the same
greenstuff, from the same caterers, merely to find when their guests
had gone that their apartments were as devastated as if a campaigning
army had passed through them, their furniture heaped with empty
glasses and dirty plates, brown marks from cigarettes on their carpets,
stains on their table-cloths, their marquetry covered with sticky rings>
their flowers suffocated in the melee of the crowd. And then to fall
exhausted into a chair and all utter the same phrase: "On the whole it
really went very well..."

And the next day, if not that very night, overcoming their real or
feigned fatigue, they rushed off to similar parties,                 T          r'

For it was always the same few hundred people, the test I
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